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As many of you know, Kim and I, and our children, lived in New Orleans, Louisiana.  I served there 
for six years at St. Paul’s United Church of Christ in uptown New Orleans.  When we were preparing 
to leave New Orleans and take our church in Tennessee, we started telling people that we were 
moving to Tennessee.  When we told people that, we often were asked the question “Oh, yeah, 
where in Tennessee?”  We would typically respond by saying something like this:  “Well, you know, 
it’s a really small town.  You wouldn’t know it”.  We kept saying this until one person responded by 
saying “Oh yeah, try me”.  We would say “A little town called Crossville”, to which this person said 
“Oh yeah, Camp Nakanawa”.  Camp Nakanawa, we discovered, is a prestigious girls’ camp that 
caters to many upper crust girls in the South, many of whom come from New Orleans, so people in 
New Orleans know about Crossville.   
 
We told other people about our move to Crossville, and some of these people said “Oh yeah, Trade A 
Plane, to which we replied “Trade A Plane?”  Trade A Plane is an airplane industry magazine that 
specializes in the selling and trading of small private planes and corporate jets.  Trade A Plane is 
published in Crossville.  
 
So, we were getting kind of intrigued with this little town that is apparently well known, and once we 
got to Crossville, we learned that this small Tennessee town is also known for the Cherokee Lodge & 
Resort, Tennessee’s largest family-friendly nudist camp.  Cherokee Lodge & Resort offers swimming, 
tennis, volleyball, hiking trails, the obligatory jacuzzi, and its own non-denominational church—all on 
the grounds of the camp, so all of that is awaiting the free-spirited soul in central Tennessee, and I 
must admit that, when I heard they had this nondenominational church, I thought “Now there’s a 
ministry”.  I have to admit to you that, when I preach, I often picture all of you sitting there in your 
underwear which helps me get over my nerves, but I thought of myself in my birthday suit preaching, 
and it just didn’t work.   
 
Crossville is known for a variety of things like any town and, more recently, Crossville was in the 
news, in Rolling Stone Magazine, to be exact, for a display that was put up on the Cumberland 
County Courthouse lawn called “The Flying Spaghetti Monster”.  “The Flying Spaghetti Monster” 
(found in your bulletin this morning) is a Paper Mache image of a meatball with all kinds of strands of 
spaghetti and eyes coming out, sort of shooting out, from the meatball itself.  “The Flying Spaghetti 
Monster” was created by Ariel Safdie, a local resident of Crossville.  She put it on the courthouse 
lawn as an expression of freedom of speech.  “The Flying Spaghetti Monster” was put right there next 
to the wood-carved image of Jesus carrying the cross, which was right next to a memorial of our 
fallen soldiers in Afghanistan, which was right next to a smaller display of  the Ten Commandments.   
 
For a number of weeks, “The Flying Spaghetti Monster” was the talk of the town, but it was finally 
taken down, as were the other displays, with the exception of the Ten Commandments.  The Ten 
Commandments now remain inside the courthouse on what is called “The Wall of Freedom”, which 
has, on that display, all of the historic documents that are central to our country’s history, so the Ten 
Commandments have staying power.   
 
For many Christians in America, the Ten Commandments symbolize all that is right with religion and 
all that has gone wrong with America, so the sentiment goes that if we could just get those Ten 
Commandments back up on public spaces, if we could get the Ten Commandments back into the 
moral imaginations of our people and their leaders, if we could get the Ten Commandments back into 
the central thrust of the religious teaching of our youth, the argument is made that we would probably 
all be better off.   On some level, it is hard to argue with that train of thought.  After all, the Ten 
Commandments are at the top of our Capitol building in Washington, D. C., they are engraved on the 



doors of the Supreme Court, and James Madison, the fourth president of the United States, once 
said this.  He said “We have staked the whole of all of our political institutions upon the capacity of 
mankind for self-government to sustain ourselves according to the Ten Commandments of God”, so 
there is no doubt that the Ten Commandments have played a central role in the organizing principles 
and history of our nation.   
 
There is also no doubt that much has changed over our 238 years as a nation and that sentiments 
like those of James Madison are, today, a source of great contention and debate.  The role of the Ten 
Commandments in American life today is a problem for everyone except for the people of faith to 
whom these commandments were originally given. As members of the Judeo-Christian tradition, the 
Ten Commandments, to whom we are intimately connected through Jesus the Jew, whom we follow, 
the Ten Commandments stand as one of a number of foundational claims of our faith, foundational 
claims that were originally put forth for the building of a concrete community of faith and dedicated to 
the construction of a viable, healthy and just neighborhood.   
 
To understand what the viable, healthy and just neighborhood looks like, we must first understand 
those Ten Commandments, not as a legal document, sort of torn from the pages of scripture and 
placed on a courtroom wall, but we must first understand them in the context of Israel’s faith and the 
story of liberation that Israel experienced.   
 
The Ten Commandments make no sense apart from the context in which they were given, so I want 
to take a moment and look more closely at these ten laws—to begin with, the first three 
commandments “no other gods”, “no images of God” and no wrongful use of God’s name”.  Now, 
these first three commandments are intended as a pointed instruction to Israel to mobilize its life 
around one single loyalty.   
 
As you remember, Moses goes up on the mountain and gets these laws from God.  This is after they 
have been freed from Egyptian slavery and before they have entered The Promised Land, so they 
are in a time between what they were and what they shall be, and Moses gets these laws for the 
future.  The first commandment is about having no other loyalty for Israel.  Why that is so important 
for Israel is because there are, in the Old Testament, other gods.  The Old Testament never denies 
that there are other gods, but all of Israel’s loyalty and allegiance must be given to Yahweh alone, so 
this first commandment is critical for Israel thinking about how they are going to organize their lives in 
The Promised Land, and it’s got to be centered upon a one point loyalty to God.   
 
The second commandment of “there shall be no images of God”, back to this plethora of gods that 
are all around in Egypt and all the lands that these Israelites were wondering around in, this plethora 
of other gods had all kinds of images.  They were made out of stone.  They were made out of 
wood.  They were made out of trees.  They were made out of all kinds of stuff, so images are all 
around for these other gods, and Moses gets his commandment to say, if you are worshipping 
Yahweh, you shall not make any images.  Behind that commandment is this idea that God shall not 
be domesticated, that God cannot be put in our pocket because God is free, and to make images of 
God is to start to control that god, so in Israel’s faith, this second commandment is that God will not 
be controlled.   
 
The third command about not taking the Lord’s name in vain is not about saying “damn it”.  We can 
say “damn it” like I did last night when Syracuse lost.  It is not a commandment about vulgar 
language or bad, socially-inappropriate language, but it is about the illegitimate and improper use of 
God’s name, so this third commandment was used to teach Israel that God is not useful—that is to 
say, we cannot lend God’s name to underwrite our pet projects.  We are in service to God.  God is 
not in service to us, so “do not take the Lord’s name in vain” is about not using God for our purposes 
because, for Israel, God is always to be the end and not a means to something else.  It is a great 
temptation for Israel to use God’s name for its own projects.   
 
So, commandments one through three are about God; five through ten are not about God but switch 



to the neighbor.  You see, there is this switch now.  It goes from God to God and the neighborhood, 
so five through ten are about honoring your father and mother, the family unit, no murder, no 
adultery, no stealing, no false witness, no coveting because, in the faith of Israel, neighbors are 
entitled to ultimate respect.  You cannot abuse the neighbor in Israel’s faith.  They are not to be 
used.  They are not a commodity.  They are not to be bought, sold and traded.  They are to be 
honored.  So, these commandments are about family, they are about the labor force, they are about 
legal structures, and they are about controlling the lusts of the heart, and this, of course, is how you 
build a healthy neighborhood, a healthy society and a healthy global village.  With that last 
commandment being about coveting, it is to say that all of this neighborhood building can be 
destroyed in an instant by coveting.  Longing for other people’s stuff destroys the social fabric of 
society, so you can’t covet.   
 
Now, you’ve got one through three, and you’ve got five through ten, and right there, as a hinge for the 
commandments is the fourth commandment about Sabbath.  This is the hinge of the whole 
ten.  Sabbath, of course, is not about blue laws.  It is not, of course, about taking a nap.  It is about 
something very different.  Sabbath cannot, in its sort of base understanding, be understood apart 
from life in Egypt under slavery, so the Sabbath is a statement which insists that our lives do not exist 
for production and consumption alone.  The  
 
Sabbath is about getting right with God, for certain, but it is also about taking time to just be.  It is 
about taking yourself out of the economic system for a day and not producing a damn thing because 
we are to give our lives over to God first, so Sabbath is what all of this hinges upon, that we must find 
ways, and Israel must find ways, to order life differently, so Sabbath and all of these commandments 
in their essence are anti-Pharaoh.  They are a response to the exodus.  They are a response to the 
parting of the seas.  They are a response to Pharaoh’s economy because, in Pharaoh’s regime, he 
claimed himself as a god.  He understood neighbors to be used.  Slavery, of course, thrived in 
Pharaoh’s economy.  Pharaoh was the master coveter, always wanting more food, land, bricks, 
slaves and chariots, and in Pharaoh’s Egypt, there was no Sabbath time ever.  There were only more 
quotas.   
 
You go back and you read that Exodus text.  What the refrain is from Pharaoh is, make more 
bricks.  You don’t make enough bricks.  You are lazy.  You need to work harder in this 
economy.  This is what Pharaoh was saying to those Hebrew slaves.  Make more bricks, 24/7 work, 
work, work, and the Sabbath command is a response to that dictate from Pharaoh.   
 
So, what the Ten Commandments lift up is that there is another way to organize society, a way that 
does not depend upon the scarcities and the anxieties of the winner-take-all economy.  The children 
of Israel left Mount Sinai with a new dream of what was possible for their lives.  They were given a 
set of laws to help them organize a new society in The Promised Land, and those Ten 
Commandments are based on a new understanding of God which would include a God whose 
character is one of generosity, freedom, abundance and dignity for all people.  God is bigger than 
Pharaoh.   
 
So, the challenge of the church today, in regards to the Ten Commandments, is to make an honest 
and new effort to reclaim these commandments.  We have used the commandments as a source of 
scolding—we’re going to whack people with the Ten Commandments to get them in line—but that’s 
not what they are about.  We have to reclaim these commandments.  Of course, we don’t reclaim 
these commandments for our pet projects or to make an argument about our order that we have 
created here today, but to reclaim the commandments as one of the foundations of our Judeo-
Christian life is about how we, as individuals, live.  It is about what we participate in, in our world, and 
what we refuse to participate in. Of course, that is the rub.  It is difficult to live these Ten 
Commandments and, as a community of faith, how we as a church organize our ministry has a lot to 
do with the role of the commandments and our sense of our faith journey.  What is the vision we are 
committed to?  The challenge of the commandments is that, just like in ancient times, the 
commandments, when seriously applied to our contemporary world, call into question everything.   



 
I suspect the lessening influence of the Ten Commandments upon our culture is not just simply that 
we are getting “loosy goosy” and secular, but the Ten Commandments and their lessening influence 
are in direct correlation to our economy’s ever-growing emphasis upon the bottom line because 
we’ve got no time for God and neighbor when the quarterly profits are at stake.  We’ve got a different 
focus in our lives, and the Ten Commandments call us away from that.  The church’s role, the faith 
community’s role, whether in ancient Israel, or in our modern day life, is to be the voice of 
conscience.  It is to be the model of what we can be, to be that community of faith within the 
neighborhood that people point to and say “Look, they do something different over there”, and what 
we do different is that we live for life.  We live for community.  We live to honor God in ourselves, in 
our community, and in our neighborhood.   
 
I think what the Ten Commandments offer, when looked at in that way, is a new way of living, and we 
are challenged to reclaim that different way of life, a way of life that is committed to God and neighbor 
and to a new centering point for our lives.  The commandments for Israel were the template for a new 
society in The Promised Land that they would struggle to organize.  That call of the commandments 
is with us today—a call for our local church, a call for our ministry, and a call for our community to 
witness how God would organize our world. As Deuteronomy states, we have a choice between life 
and prosperity, death and destruction.  The church makes a choice.  Let us choose for life.  Amen. 
 
 


